University of New Mexico

UNM Digital Repository
NotiCen

Latin America Digital Beat (LADB)

2-20-1987

Misadventures Of "nobistor": Another Apparent
Cia Scheme To Provide Contras With Arms
During Congressional Ban: Part 1
Deborah Tyroler

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/noticen
Recommended Citation
Tyroler, Deborah. "Misadventures Of "nobistor": Another Apparent Cia Scheme To Provide Contras With Arms During
Congressional Ban: Part 1." (1987). https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/noticen/458

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Latin America Digital Beat (LADB) at UNM Digital Repository. It has been accepted for
inclusion in NotiCen by an authorized administrator of UNM Digital Repository. For more information, please contact amywinter@unm.edu.

LADB Article Id: 077060
ISSN: 1089-1560

Misadventures Of "nobistor": Another Apparent
Cia Scheme To Provide Contras With Arms During
Congressional Ban: Part 1
by Deborah Tyroler
Category/Department: General
Published: Friday, February 20, 1987
& Nelson Valdes As Congress investigates numerous scenarios of the Reagan administration's hip
pocket foreign policy, evidence is emerging of what appears to be a complicated CIA recipe for
providing the contras with military supplies (when it was illegal to do so), while simultaneously
trashing the image of independent-minded governments. The Pia Vesta affair (see "The Pia Vesta
Caper: A New Dimension to Contragate," CAU 12/17/86), and the misadventures of the Argentine
ship Nobistor, involving eight US mercenaries and a large quantity of weapons, appear to be
cut from the same cloth. The "Nobistor affair" began on February 13 last year when a group of
American mercenaries met at the Miami airport for a flight to Buenos Aires. John D. Early, a 40-yearold former Green Beret captain and decorated Vietnam vet (1964-68) was mission chief. His sevenman team consisted of Edward Robert Foti, Warren Steven Hedrick, Frederick Verduin, Sheldon
Aimsworth, Larrazabal Rodriguez, Steven Vila Sosa and Michael Timothy Carmody. Each team
member was promised a $4,000 monthly payment to "protect" a weapons shipment originating
from Argentina. Early seems to be a classic among mercenaries. Among his (legal) gainful pursuits
are journalism (he holds a degree and writes for Soldier of Fortune), flying commercial aircraft
and acting as a flight and parachuting instructor. He has worked as a mercenary in Rhodesia,
Laos, Eritrea and El Salvador, and has recruited fellow "freedom fighters" for the struggle against
the Salvadoran rebels in Albuquerque, NM. Curiously, when he was convicted for conspiracy
to smuggle marijuana in 1981 by the San Diego Federal District Court, the CIA intervened in his
behalf (New York Times, 12/27/87). In the Argentine capital, Early and company met with Ted
Bishop, owner of a commodities brokerage firm in Farmsville, Texas, who had raised over one
million dollars to purchase weapons and materiel. On February 21, Bishop and a self-proclaimed
Ghanian Defense Ministry official, Godfried Osei, concluded the purchase of 6-1/2 tons of machine
guns, automatic rifles, ammunition and battle fatigues from Fabricantes Militares, an Argentine
state company run by the armed forces. By late February the weaponry had been loaded aboard
the Nobistor, owned by the Argentine company Geomater, and registered under a Panamanian
flag. According to the ship manifest and bill of lading, the cargo was bound for Ghana; Argentine
defense and trade ministry officials had no reason to believe otherwise. On March 1 the ship set
sail, moving north up the Brazilian coast. A short time after the Nobistor entered the high seas, it
turned around and headed for Rio de Janeiro, and on March 12 entered Brazilian territorial waters.
The next day some of the crew tried to visit the coastal city of Niteroi, and were requested by port
authorities to present passports and visas. After the crew claimed their documents were on board,
the Rio federal police decided to investigate. Police chief Fabio Calheiros Wanderley said his men
found no Brazilian visas on the Nobistor. Instead they discovered large quantities of weapons and
military equipment. Convinced that something was amiss, the police chief had Brazilian foreign
ministry officials contact the Ghanian government to inquire about the status of the weapons cargo.
The Ghanian government, headed by radical leader Jerry Rawlings, informed Brasilia they knew
nothing about arms purchases from Argentina. Later, Argentine officials learned the credentials
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute.
All rights reserved.

Page 1 of 2

LADB Article Id: 077060
ISSN: 1089-1560

presented by Osei, the supposed Ghanian defense ministry official, were forged. On March 16 the
ship's captain, Argentine Eduardo Gilardoni, told Brazilian investigators the weapons were not
intended for the Ghanian government, but "for someone else." He said that when the ship was 450
miles off the coast of Rio and had initiated the Atlantic crossing, Early told him to forget the trip to
Ghana. According to Gilardoni, Early had been ordered via radio from the United States to change
course. The Argentine captain claimed that when the mercenaries decided to change course, he
wanted to immediately return to Buenos Aires. However, "the Americans wanted to go to Rio."
Apparently at this point, the 10-man Argentine crew was afraid to openly challenge the mercenaries,
and proceeded to enter Brazilian waters without legal passage. In hopes of avoiding trouble with
the authorities, the captain avoided the major port at Rio, choosing instead to try and set anchor
at the adjacent port of Niteroi. Both the Argentine crew and the American mercenaries were
taken into custody by the Brazilian police, on charges of illegal entry, pending a full investigation.
The mercenaries claimed the ship was experiencing mechanical difficulties. Early declared his
people were hired to "secure the cargo" and serve as instructors in a short training course for the
Ghanian military and police forces. Captain Gilardoni said he and his crew were not smugglers or
mercenaries, but declined comment on the passengers. At this time rumors began to circulate that
the Nobistor crew and the Argentine military equipment company had unwittingly become involved
in a clandestine plan for supplying arms to the Nicaraguan contras. For instance, the Argentine
government's official news agency NOTICIAS ARGENTINAS reported on March 18 that the federal
police "believed the arms were destined for the contras." After a lengthy trial and investigation, in
June 1986 a court in Rio found the Argentine crew innocent, while the ship's captain and the US
mercenaries were found guilty of arms smuggling. Captain Gilardoni and Early received a five-year
prison sentence, and the seven under Early's command faced four years in a Brazilian penetentiary.
According to a June 23 report issued by the Ghanian government, Godfried Osei was identified
as a dissident, who on several occasions had tried to "destabilize" Rawlings' administration. At
this stage of developments, the Americans asserted they had been misled, i.e., they were unaware
the weapons were intended for Ghanian rebels. Then on October 7, the previous decision on the
status of the Americans and the Argentine captain was overturned by a Brazilian court of appeals
on the grounds that proof of "intention" of arms smuggling in national territory was insufficient.
The prisoners, however, were not yet free. Buenos Aires requested extradition of the nine men to
put them on trial for arms smuggling. [Part 2 will appear in the 02/25/87 issue of the CAU.] Barbara
Kohl is managing editor of the Latin America Data Base (LADB). Prof. Valdes teaches sociology at
the University of New Mexico, and is director of the LADB.
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